
 
 
July 3, 2002 

California Coastal Commission 

Dear Commissioners; 

The California Department of Parks and Recreation would like to indicate its strong support 
for the proposal by the City of San Diego for a new bridge on North Torrey Pines Road at 
the mouth of Los Penasquitos Lagoon in Torrey Pines State Reserve. Our support is based 
on the following considerations: 

· The new bridge as it is currently designed will allow for better tidal circulation within the 
lagoon’s channels. The current (old) bridge is constructed on top of 72 concrete pilings. The 
pilings act as effective energy dissipaters, which slow the flow of water as it leaves or enters 
the lagoon. As water slows it loses its ability to transport sediment; thus sediment tends to 
settle at the base of the pilings at the lagoon mouth’s narrowest point. Frequently this 
accumulated sediment causes the Lagoon mouth to close. When this occurs the sediment 
must be cleared by heavy equipment to maintain tidal circulation in the Lagoon. The new 
bridge will be supported by only four pilings, thus the tendency for sediment to accumulate 
at the Lagoon mouth should be decreased and it will be easier and less expensive to remove 
sediment. 
· The new bridge will require no significant take of wetlands. Commission staff has 
suggested that the new bridge, because it will be 25 feet wider than the existing bridge, will 
constitute a taking of wetlands because the new bridge will shade a larger area of the lagoon 
channel at its mouth. A pertinent question is whether the channel at this location is actually a 
wetland. The Army Corps of Engineers and the Environmental Protection Agency jointly 
define wetlands as:  

Those areas that are frequently inundated or saturated by surface or ground water at a 
frequency and duration to support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in 
saturated soil conditions. (Federal Register 1982) 

Usually three characteristics are considered when determining if a particular area meets the 
above definition, they are vegetation, soil, and hydrology. Considering these criteria this 
location clearly does not meet the ACE/EPA definition of wetland. There is no vegetation in 
this area. The substrates in this area range in composition from coarse sand to rock cobble 
and do not meet the definition of hydric soils. Portions of the area are frequently inundated 
by the lagoon channel, however the location of the channel can vary from day to day, and its 
continued presence requires frequent (2-4 times a year) clearance by heavy equipment. This 
location does not consistently meet any of the criteria for wetlands. 

· Because of the frequent disturbance there are no plants or bottom dwelling animals in the 
area that would be shaded by the bridge. Occasionally fish and other pelagic animals swim 



through this area but do not remain there for long. The main value of this area to the ecology 
of the Lagoon is its function as the channel that allows seawater to enter the Lagoon’s 
estuary. Without question the new bridge design will better serve this function. 
· Currently the City of San Diego is required to pay the funds necessary to maintain the 
Lagoon mouth in an open condition. This responsibility is the result of a settlement 
agreement reached in 1992. This obligation ends in September 2002, and as yet no 
alternative source of funding has been identified for Lagoon mouth maintenance. In a typical 
year the Lagoon mouth requires two – four openings at a cost of $20,000 - $60,000 per 
opening. If the proposed bridge design is not accepted there could be a delay of several years 
until a new design is generated and approved. During that interval biological conditions in 
the lagoon could significantly deteriorate.  

Given the considerations outlined above we feel that the most prudent action by the 
Commission would be to issue a Coastal Development Permit for the current bridge design 
as proposed by the City of San Diego. If you require additional information please contact 
Dr Michael Wells at (619) 575-3615. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
John Quirk 
Acting District Superintendent 
San Diego Coast State Parks 
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